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Book Review
Free People of Color in Madison County, AL
by Nancy Rohr

Reviewed by the Editor

Was it purgatory on earth? Freedmen were
neither slave nor equal in the community?
Nancy Rohr has documented, through the
available records of Alabama and the county,
and presented snippets of the life and the time
Free African Americans coped in Southern
society before and during the Civil War. It is not
a novel but for those interested in the social
environment of the Old South there are ample
storylines to tingle the imagination and reflect
on the impact of a deliberately segregated society on a single
segment of its population. She outlines the patriotic justification
that secured freedom for some slaves, freedom as the reward for
loyalty to the master, and other legal methods for slaves to join a
free society. The short descriptions of individuals who‟s legal
documents illustrate the struggle freed slaves endured to support
themselves and their families in a community that, at best, was
ambivalent and, at worst, accusatory and violent. And, the primary
focus is the Madison County Community. She illustrates the civil
changes that affected the lives of all citizens and presents findings
in records where returning to bondage was a better alternative to
freedom for some. It is a documentary illustrating the struggle for
equality in a society where the African American is seen but
seldom noticed until the fear of insurrection surfaces. Ms. Rohr‟s
essay is supported by the census of 1830 – 1860; The Black
Huntsville census of 1865; and material found in the Alabama
State Assembly (legislature) and Madison County court records. It
is a must for the library of anyone interested in the Old South
society.
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